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This September 2015 Pope Francis is coming the United States for the world synod on the 

family.  In preparation for the synod, you may have noticed that Pope Francis is talking about 

issues related to marriage in his Wednesday audiences in Rome.  Archbishop Naumann has also 

asked pastors to address issues on how to strengthen marriage and family life.  So, back in 

February I spoke at all the Masses on Internet safety.  This weekend, I’m speaking on a taking up 

another topic related to marriage that maybe none of you have heard before in a homily - the 

issue is contraception. 

 

Last night an old man came out of church and said, “I haven’t heard a homily on that since 

Humane Vitae,” in 1968!  I’m 46 and I’ve heard one homily on this subject.  It was at a church in 

Chicago and I remember feeling a little uncomfortable and kind of embarrassed for the priest – 

which is OK!  If we never go to church and hear a challenging message then we probably aren’t 

receiving the fullness of the gospel. 

 

First of all, I want to apologize on behalf of all priests. We haven’t always been good shepherds.  

In many ways, we priests have remained silent on this issue the last 40 years.  We have not done 

well in preaching about the dignity and sacredness of marriage and sexuality.  Not only have we 

not preached about contraception, but some priests have even misled the laity into believing – 

it’s really no big deal to use contraception – you have to follow your conscience. 

 

This was my own personal experience.  Back in 1991, I was engaged to be married to a 

Lutheran.  My fiancé did not understand the church’s teaching on contraception and quite 

honestly I didn’t know how to explain it.  So, we made an appointment to see the parish priest.  I 

was hoping the priest would be able to explain to my fiancé why we believed what we did.  To 

my dismay, rather than explaining why we believe what we do, the priest simply said, “Well, you 

have to follow your conscience.” 

 

Yes, we all have a duty to follow our conscience but often this has simply become code words 

for:  “Do whatever you want!” The truth is, we have a duty to follow an informed conscience. 

And our conscience is that inner voice of God challenging us to do what is right and to conform 

our lives to Jesus and his commands.  

 

If nothing else, we all deserve to understand why the Church teaches what it does about 

contraception.  The church has always taught that contraception used within a marriage to close 

off openness to life is a grave moral evil.  Why?  The church has always held that there are two 

primary ends of our sexuality:  the unitive and procreative.  There are many ways we can talk 

about this:  sex is for bonding and babies, communion and life.  Sex is meant to be a way a 

married couple expresses love and an openness to life. 

 

Sin and error come when we break these 2 ends apart.  For instance, why is in vitro fertilization 

wrong?  -Because we are creating a baby apart from the act of bonding between husband and 

wife.  God intended children to be the fruit of marital love, not something made in a petri dish. 

 



In a similar way, contraception involves pulling those two ends of our sexuality apart.  The 

bonding is taking place with the deliberate intention to close off the openness to life.  The marital 

act is being sterilized. 

 

For those who are married, you may remember back on your wedding day the priest asked you 

three questions.  First, have you come here freely and without reservation to give yourselves to 

each other in marriage?  Will you give yourselves totally to each other?  Second, will you love 

and honor each other as husband and wife for the rest of your lives.  Will you enter into this 

faithful commitment?  And finally, the priest asked, “Will you accept children lovingly from 

God and bring them up to keep God’s commands?”  Will you allow your love to be life-giving 

and fruitful through the procreation of children? 

 

St. John Paul II had a beautiful insight – he said sex is the language of the body that is meant to 

speak the truth of the wedding vows.  When a married couple has marital relations they are 

speaking the wedding vows with their bodies.  They are saying, “Take me this is my body given 

up for you.”  The one-flesh union is meant to be an expression of the commitment and 

communion with each other that is then open to life and pro-creation. 

 

When a couple chooses contraception, they are in essence speaking a lie to their wedding vows.  

It’s like they’re saying, “I know on our wedding day we said we would accept children lovingly 

from God, but we didn’t really mean that, and now we are choosing to close off our openness to 

life.   

 

What does all this mean for Catholics?  Is the Church saying a couple has to have as many 

children are they are physically able to have?  No, the church says that each couple must discuss 

and pray about their family planning.  If a couple has a serious reason to delay a pregnancy they 

have resort to Natural Family Planning. 

 

There are so many myths around NFP.  People question, does that really work?  Why does it 

seem like everyone teaching NFP has 10 children?  Yes, NFP really works.  This is not the old 

rhythm method.  It does not depend on the regularity of the woman’s cycle.  As technology has 

advanced, studies show that NFP is just as effective as modern methods of contraception.   

 

And there is so much good news around NFP – couples that use NFP only have a 4-6% divorce 

rate, it opens communication, it helps a couple grow in virtue and self-mastery, young people are 

attracted to it because it’s green – it doesn’t involve putting harmful chemicals in your body, and 

it involves mutual respect.  Sometimes women taking the pill say, “Sometimes I feel like my 

spouse uses me for sex.”  Using another is actually the exact opposite of true love. 

 

As I reflected on how prevalent contraception is in our culture, I was struck how perhaps the 

underlying issue is really a lack of faith and trust.  This is really the story of God’s people in the 

bible.  Just as one example, think of the story of Abraham.  God promised his descendants would 

be as numerous as the stars of the sky and sands on the seashore.  But Abraham doesn’t have an 

heir and begins to doubt and lacks faith so what does he do?  He takes matters into his own hands 

and he has relations with his maidservant Hagar and breaks his covenant with God. 

 



When we are afraid our tendency is to want to seize control rather than trusting in God.  In the 

issue of family planning fears so easily come up:  can we afford another child? Will NFP work?  

Isn’t it complicated to learn? And on and on and so what do we do?  Rather than trust God we 

want to seize control.  I’ll take control of my fertility. 

 

The gospel this weekend reveals the reason we can let go and let God – the reason we can trust.  

God is the Good Shepherd.  If we trust him, he will lead us to verdant pastures.  We need not be 

afraid.  He will be at our side with his rod and staff and even though we walk at times through 

the valley of death he will be at our side. 

 

Can I make one final plea – I cannot adequately address this topic in a 10-15 minute homily.  

But, we have Dr. Laurie Heap coming to our parish this Saturday May 2.  Please come to her 

talk.  She’s going to address this from a medical perspective.  She’s going to talk about the brain 

science of love and why God wired us the way that he did.  She’s going to explain the difference 

between NFP and contraception.  Please come to her talk – it is free for all parishioners! 

 

You know several years ago, I spoke on this issue and I got a letter from a parishioner and it said, 

“Father, please keep God out of my bedroom.”  As I pondered that – it stuck me – this woman 

has nailed it on the head.  If God is love and we remove God from marriage and our sex life – 

then we remove love and what are we left with?  -Use, selfishness.  The Good News is – it is 

precisely within marriage and the gift of our sexuality that we are meant to encounter God and 

discover the deepest meaning of true love. 

 

 


